IN DEFENCE OF 
ADVERTISING 


In response to Bill Lovett in 
December’s Mailbox, | must say | 
find the adverts in PC PLUS very 
useful. | frequently buy computer 
equipment for my company, and | 
find them invaluable in finding not 
only the cheapest prices, but 
other deals such as on-site 
maintenance, bundled software 
and so on. 

Being aware of the latest 
prices is vitally important in the 
computer arena; they move 
(generally downwards) so rapidly 
that | would estimate that | save 
the cost of an annual subscription 
to the magazine virtually every 
month by reading the latest 
dealer ads. 

Philip D Naylor, 
Purley on Thames, 
Berkshire. 


PC PLUS is proud of its record of 
editorial independence from 
commercial pressures, so we're 
always a little wary of making this 
type of point too enthusiastically. 
However it’s true, so we will. 
Software and hardware prices in 
the PC market place are 
extremely ‘elastic’, and the only 
way to find out what something 
really costs is to see what the 
dealers are selling it for — and by 
far the most convenient place to 
find that information is in the 
dealer ads of computer 
magazines. For that reason we've 
always viewed the growth of 
‘dealer listings’ adverts in PC 
PLUS as a real benefit to our 
readers, as well as (yes, we 
admit it) our coffers. 


A BIT OF A BIND 


A propos of Jaap van der Sijp's 
leter (Mailbox, December) on the 
demise of ring binders, | would 
like to suggest a reason even 
more charitable than your own for 
software manufacturers’ 
unwillingness to provide them. 

The problem lies in the metal 
rings found in most ring binders. 
All metal is to some extent 
magnetic, and even the small 
Tesla field emitted by a typical 
three-ring affair could be enough 
to suddenly wipe the smile off a 
Lotus issue disk or whatever. That 
must be it! 

The answer of course is to 
use plastic rings — and please, 
suppliers, don’t claim that it would 
be too expensive. If the price of 
software rises much further we'll 
expect to see it ready installed on 
a 486 PC, together with a pop-up 
manual on the disk as well. 

Incidentally, | would have 
thought that the concepts of 
‘charity’ and ‘computing’ are 
pretty well proven to be mutually 
exclusive by now. ‘Faith’, ‘Hope’ — 
yes, aS a computer user you need 
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Your space for comment and controversy. Write to 
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30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BA] 2BW 


these in plenty. But Charity? Not 
much chance really, is there? 
Nigel Bourne, 

London SW6. 


TELECOM SCOLD 


Tony Dennis's recent mention of 
British Telecom’s Phonebase was 
unfortunately out of date even 
before it was published, B.T. 
having withdrawn the service until 
next April due to 'misuse of the 
system’. This is most mysterious 
— was the simultaneous 
introduction of the 43p charge for 
directory enquiries a coincidence? 

| have invested money in 
purchasing a modem and 
software, and time in learning the 
system — including overcoming 
B.T.’s insistence on using an 
obscure terminal emulation that 
requires us to use strange [ALT] 
key combinations to get the input 
data accepted. 

Phonebase should have 
offered significant savings, since 


the only charge is for standard 
Call time. | will be interested to 
see in what form it re-appears. 
Stephen Richards, 
Tunbridge Wells, 

Kent. 


GETTING THE 
PICTURE 


| can’t agree with David Dala’s 
view (January Mailbox) that the 
use of icons in computer software 
and elsewhere is a backward 
step, and likely to lead to 
widespread illiteracy. 

Both icons and language have 
their places as methods of 
conveying information. While 
language is essential for 
communicating detailed facts and 
descriptions, icons are an 
extremely efficient way of putting 
quite large amounts of 
information in a form that is both 
compact and instantly 
recognisable. 

One of the human brain's 


outstanding abilities is pattern 
recognition, still far ahead of 
anything achieved by a computer. 
A baby, unable to speak let alone 
read or write, can recognise its 
mother from a sea of basically 
similar human faces, while as 
adults we can recognise places 
and people from the patterns in 
images which contain only a small 
amount of actual picture 
information. For example when 
watching low-resolution domestic 
video recordings. 

Far from being primitive, icons 
(or ‘pictures’, to give them their 
more traditional name) are an 
extremely powerful medium, 
which make the best use of our 
cognitive capabilities, and 
incidentally help to overcome the 
barriers of conventional language 
— as anyone who has gratefully 
recognised the ‘his and hers’ 
conveniences signs at a foreign 
airport will testify! 
Keith Parry, 
Norwich. 
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LETTERS 


MAILBOX SPECIAL - 
THE PASCAL DEBATE. 


In an article in November's PC 
PLUS, Paul Stephens criticised 
the Open University’s use of the 
Pascal programming language in 
its introductory course, 
Fundamentals of Computing, and 
complained of what he saw as the 
dismissive attitude to business 
computing that is promoted by 
British educational 
establishments. Not surprisingly, 
this article provoked some fierce 
debate among PC PLUS readers. 
Here’s a representative sample of 
the letters sent in response. 


| really can’t let Paul Stephens’ 
article (December PC PLUS) on 
computer education pass without 
comment. The previous letters 
about Pecan Pascal did not inspire 
me to write, but Paul's did. 

As usual, we have the tired old 
confusion between training and 
education. Whatever the reasons 
behind the Open University 
choosing Pecan Pascal, Paul 
seems to have missed the point 
that it is not there to teach 
students Pascal at all! Instead it 
teaches concepts, in particular 
those which underlie 
programming, software 
engineering and other aspects of 
computing. Having taken the 
course myself, | can assure you 
that there is much more to it than 
programming. 

Education should not confuse 
students in the early stages by 
using systems which show 
exceptions, or which don’t fit in 
with basic concepts. At the same 
time, it should illuminate theory 
with practical work. This means 
that when teaching basic 
programming concepts, one 
needs to provide students with a 
language which demands prior 
planning, can be written in a 
modular way, has strong typing, is 
fairly easy to read and is flexible. 


WRITE 


We welcome your views on the PC 
world, so send them to us and you 
could win a £30 voucher, 
redeemable against PC PLUS special 
offers including subscriptions! 
Please include a daytime 
telephone number where possible. 


Letters may be faxed to PC PLUS 
Mailbox on (0225) 446019. We 
reserve the right to edit letters for 
reasons of space. 

The opinions expressed are 
those of PC PLUS readers, and do 
not necessarily coincide with those 
of the editorial team. 

Please write to: 


92 PC PLUS February 91 


Do C, dBASE and the like really 
meet these criteria? | think not, 
but Pascal does, and BASIC would 
if it had a bit more structure to it. 
Of course, once you have 
learned about programming, then 
it should not be beyond your 
ability to move to C or dBASE or 
whatever. | have now written 
programs in these, and Forth, 
Assembler, Lisp as well. And of 
course, don’t forget that the OU 
course referred to is a first 
introduction! Writing compilers is 
another way to grasp the 
underlying concepts. Useless for 
training | agree, but invaluable for 
education all the same. 
Complaints about Pascal 
hardly come well from an industry 
which is notorious for wanting 
other people to do its training for 
it. When was the last time anyone 
asked for a trainee programmer in 
dBASE? Oh no! Two years’ 
minimum experience before 
anyone will employ you, though 
how do you get the experience? 
The solution to the problem of 
a lack of programmers in 
appropriate languages is simple, 
and in the hands of employers. If 
you want someone who is trained 
to do a particular job, then train 
them. British industry is famed for 
its unwillingness to train 
personnel, always wanting 
someone else to pick up the tab. 
But what Mr Stephens, and others 
in the industry, must realise is that 
universities and colleges are, like 
schools, there to educate. It is the 
employer's responsibility to train. 
Incidentally, | work neither at 
the OU or in the IT industry. | 
teach IT at a secondary school 
(where programming is hardly 
stressed, though we do use 
BASIC and dBASE sometimes). 
A Burrows 
Wirral 
Merseyside. 
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LETTERS 


THE LAST WORD... 


Finally, the view of the Open University itself, expressed not to us but 
to a prospective student. Chris Sandall of Milton Keynes (home, as it 
happens, of the OU) was about to enroll on the Fundamentals of 
Computing course when he read Paul’s comments. He wrote to the 
University, enclosing a copy of the article and asking for their 
assurances that the course would be ‘relevant, worthwhile and lead 

to a job in computing. Here's the reply Chris received. 


Dear Mr. Sandall, 

| have been asked to comment on the Paul Stephens article, and the 
suitability of M205 (the Fundamentals of Computing course — Ed) for 
somebody like yourself. 

We are currently planning M206, a rewrite of M205 for 1994. 

One question we must resolve concerns which language to use. To 

help us, we have surveyed many of the country's Universities and 
Polytechnics to find out what they are using. With one or two 
exceptions, they are all using either Pascal or Modula 2 —a language | 
which developed out of Pascal — as the language to be first taught. | 
hope this sets your mind at rest. 

As to Stephens’ recommendation of dBASE, | cannot believe he is 
serious. That would concentrate on one, narrow application of 
computers, whereas M205 is a broad introduction to the whole 
software side of Computer Science. 

Yours Sincerely, 
L. A. Best, 
M205 E and A Board Chairman. 


‘Stephens’ comments: 

Chris Sandall specifically asked if the course would lead to a job in 
computing; the OU chose to answer this question by stating that 
most universities and polytechnics are using Pascal and Modula. 
This, it was suggested, should set his mind at rest. It then described 
business data processing (the area which dBASE is designed for) as 
‘one, narrow, application of computers’. 

In one respect, this reply can indeed set Chris's mind at rest — he 
can always get a job at a university or polytechnic, teaching Pascal 
and Modula! That would be typical of the ‘closed circuit’ process in 
which a student becomes a teacher without gaining any practical 
experience. It protects the academic world from intrusion by 
outsiders laden down with truths about what it should really be 

_| providing for its students. It’s precisely the kind of attitude shown in 
| this letter which is the cause of so many of the problems in our 
higher education system. 
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SOME FACTS ABOUT 
PACKARD BELL === 
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(Q2 1990, STANFORD RESOURCES) 


Isn’t it time YOU found out more about the Packard Bell 
phenomenon and their unrivalled blend of performance 
and value for money. 


FREE PSION ORGANISER 
WITH EVERY PC 


All force computer systems purchased from Cal-Abco 

will come with the following additional benefits at no 

extra charge:- 

*6 months on-site warranty 

*12 months parts and labour warranty 

*Value Pack Software Pack consisting of: - DOS 4.01 
— DOS Tutorial —- GW Basic — Lotus Works integrated 
package — database, w/p, spreadsheet 

*Unlimited Hotline Support 


London & South East 


PACKARD BELL 


= SALES HOTLINES 


Force 1 (286 desktop) 

8/12 MHz 

1MB RAM expandable to 4MB on motherboard 
4 expansion slots, 4 drive cavities 

41/0 ports - 1 parallel, 2 serial, 1 mouse 


Hard disc MonoVGA Colour VGA 
20MB £760 £930 

40MB £770 £940 
100MB £995 £1165 
Force 386X (SX Desktop) 

8/16 MHz 


1MB RAM expandable to 8MB on motherboard 
16MB Max RAM 

4 expansion slots, 4 drive cavities 

41/0 ports - 1 parallel, 2 serial, 1 mouse 


Hard disc MonoVGA Colour VGA 
40MB £975 £1145 
100MB £1225 £1395 
200MB £1525 £1695 


Force 386/25 (Desktop or Mini Tower) 
25 MHz 

2MB RAM expandable to 16MB onmotherboard 
64K Cache, 8 expansion slots, 

41/0 ports - 1 parallel, 2 serial, 1 mouse 


Hard disc MonoVGA Colour VGA 
40MB £1525 £1695 
100MB £1795 £1965 
200MB £2095 £2265 
320MB £2795 £2965 


Force 386/33 (Desktop or Mini Tow_./ 
33 MHz 

2MB RAM expandable to 16MB on motherboard 
64K Cache, 8 expansion slots, 

41/0 ports - 1 parallel, 2 serial, 1 mouse 


Hard disc Mono VGA Colour VGA 
40MB £1825 £2025 
100MB £2095 £2295 
200MB £2395 £2595 
320MB £3095 £3295 
Laptop 286 VGA 

8/12 MHz 


1MB RAM expandable to 5MB on motherboard 
internal modem slot 

41/0 ports, 4 hour battery operation 

286 VGA £1450 

286LTEVGA £1550 


Midlands North 


081-842 0071 / 021-200 3070 / 0532 343663 


Cal-Abco Ltd., Cal-Abco House, Braintree Road, Ruislip Middx. HA4 OEJ. Tel: 081-842 0071 Fax: 081-841 3891 Telex: 295441 BUSY B 
Cal-Abco Ltd., Equity & Law House, 35-37 Gt. Charles St. Queensway, Birmingham B3 3JY. Tel: 021-200 3070 Fax: 021-200 3076 
Cal-Abco Ltd., 16 Melbourne Street, Leeds LS2 7PS. Tel: 0532 343663 Fax: 0532 451290 


